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The root causes for the lawsuit filed by Fu Zhenguo and the other scholars in 
2012 against the 6th edition of Xiandai Hanyu Cidian (the Contemporary Chinese 
Dictionary, hereinafter referred to as Xianhan) for the allegedly illegitimate 
collection of 239 lettered words are scholars’ long-term worry about the invasion of 
English into Chinese, of which the increasing popularity of lettered words is a 
typical instance, and their insufficient knowledge about lexicography. Are lettered 
words proliferated to such a degree that they have severely endangered 
contemporary Chinese? Is the collection of lettered words by Xianhan unjustified as 
accused of? What is the right practice of selecting and defining lettered words in 
dictionaries? This dissertation aims to find answers to these questions by exploring 
the competition between lettered words and their Chinese synonyms under the 
cognitive sociolinguistic framework. 
This dissertation starts with the introduction to the cognitive sociolinguistic model 
of onomasiology. As an instance of lexical variation and change, the emergence and 
the development of lettered words follow the general rules of language variation and 
change. Motivated by the pursuit of economy and expressivity, lettered words are 
generated via different mechanisms which are the specific manifestations of the 
general mechanisms of language innovation. At the second stage of language 
development that is selection among variants, lettered words are subject to the 
competition with their formal onomasiological variants — their Chinese synonyms 
for survival in lexicons. An insight into the two-stage process of production and 
selection which lettered words go through cannot be achieved without a 
comprehensive examination over lexical structures and lexicogenetic mechanisms of 
both lettered words and their Chinese synonyms, the results of their competition and 
the influential factors involved. This is exactly where the cognitive sociolinguistic 















model provides a much better framework than the traditional onomasiology with its 
qualitative and quantitative approaches to the onomasiological variations and changes. 
The qualitative perspective of the onomasiological study offers us a clear picture of 
lexical structures and lexicogenetic mechanisms of lettered words and their Chinese 
synonyms. And the quantitative perspective makes possible the identification of the 
salient onomasiological variant between lettered words and their Chinese synonyms, 
the preferential lexicogenetic mechanism between the lexicogenetic mechanisms of 
lettered words and their Chinese synonyms respectively, and the causal factors. It 
opens the window to the on-going competition between the two sets of formal 
onomasiological variants. The empirical study of the lettered words collected by the 
6th edition of Xianhan and their Chinese synonyms based on the database of the news 
reports in People’s Daily and China Youth Daily from Jan 1st, 2005 to Jan 1st, 2013 
shows that neither lettered words nor their Chinese counterpart expressions generally 
dominate people’s selection but the preferential choices do exist for some concepts. 
The cognitive, social and linguistic influential factors resulting in people’s preferential 
selection between lettered words and their Chinese synonyms are identified in our 
second empirical study in which several hypotheses are proposed and verified with 
the help of the statistic software. The factors that are found to be influential in 
people’s selection between lettered words and their Chinese synonyms are the 
transparency of the structure and the semantics of Chinese synonyms，the concept 
frequency of a lettered word, the speech economy of a lettered word and the age 
cohort of target readers. 
This dissertation also justifies the collection of lettered words by prescriptive 
general-purpose Chinese dictionaries and general-purpose C-E dictionaries. The 
collection of lettered words by the prescriptive Chinese dictionary is called upon by 
its three functions, namely establishing language norms, promoting the development 
of Mandarin Chinese, and providing the consultation service. And the collection of 
lettered words by the general-purpose C-E dictionary which is designed to help 
Chinese users encode the words or foreign users decode the words is also 















decoding some lettered words is no less than that for words totally formed with 
Chinese characters. 
Profound implications given by our qualitative and quantitative studies of lettered 
words and their Chinese synonyms, particularly the exploration into lexicogenetic 
mechanisms and the onomasiological salience of lettered words, pave the way for a 
more effective collection of lettered words by prescriptive general-purpose Chinese 
dictionaries and general-purpose C-E/E-C dictionaries. The study of lexicogenetic 
mechanisms of lettered words provides a crucial reference to dictionary compilers 
when they are identifying the types of lettered words that qualify for different types of 
general-purpose dictionaries, while the onomasiological salience of lettered words 
turns out to be of particular significance to the selection of lettered words qualified for 
prescriptive general-purpose Chinese dictionaries. First, besides the currently adopted 
selection criterion that is the absolute frequency of lettered words, taking the 
onomasiological salience of lettered words as a second selection criterion in 
prescriptive Chinese dictionaries guarantees that the collection puts priority on the 
lettered words with high onomasiological salience and excludes those that have been 
successfully assimilated into Mandarin Chinese on the one hand, and the newly 
established Chinese words that result from the successful nativization of lettered 
words are collected to enrich Mandarin Chinese vocabulary on the other hand. Only in 
this way will the three functions of prescriptive Chinese dictionaries be fully achieved. 
Second, mirroring the rise and fall of the competitiveness of lettered words and their 
Chinese counterparts, the diachronic change of the onomasiological salience of 
lettered words and their Chinese synonyms enables dictionary compilers to predict the 
decline of a lettered word, detect the rise even the establishment of its Chinese 
synonym(s) and modify the collection list of Chinese words and lettered words 
accordingly so as to maintain the dictionary’s authoritativeness. In addition, the 
improvement on the definition of lettered words in prescriptive general-purpose 
Chinese dictionaries and general-purpose Chinese-user oriented E-C dictionaries also 
benefit a lot from the illuminating discovery in our quantitative study of the 















Chinese synonyms.  
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及其中文同义词这两大形式称名变体之间的显著变体(the salient onomasiological 
variant )、优先词汇产生机制(the preferential lexicogenetic mechanism)以及相关致
因，从而清晰地揭示了字母词和其中文同义词的竞争状况和影响因素。在定量分
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